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Can we really count on the Archbishop’s
6,000-year chronology?

R

ecently I heard a speaker make
responded that it provided a sound
an impassioned plea for spiribasis for the Second Coming in the
tual revival in view of the cerimmediate future. He said that he
tainty of Christ’s return in the
had checked his viewpoint with the
immediate future. I saw no
Old Testament Department of the
problem with that. In fact, all who
Seventh-day Adventist Theological
sincerely desire their Lord’s return
Seminary at Andrews University,
should rejoice when called to pre* R. H. Brown is a scientist, specialist
pare for that momentous event.
in age-dating, and former President of
The speaker, however, did not
Union College in Lincoln, Nebraska.
confine himself to the term “immeFor a number of years before his rediate future.” Rather, he linked his
tirement, Dr. Brown served as Direcappeal to the “certainty of Christ’s
tor of the Geoscience Research Instireturn 6,000 years after Creation
tute in Loma Linda, California. He
week.” When questioned regarding
currently lives in Yucaipa, California.
his use of Usher’s chronology, he
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and had been assured that Usher’s
Chronology was essentially correct. I
did see a problem with that.
First off, subsequent investigation
has satisfied me that the Old Testament Department of the seminary is
embarrassed by this claim. A gracious theologian may not have
wished to embarrass a questioner,
but no one in that departm ent
endorses Ushers Chronology. The
Second Coming may be in the
immediate future; but not on the
basis of Usher’s Chronology.
Further, if a date-setter examines
the manuscripts available not only
to scholars but also to anyone seriously interested in researching biblical chronology, he will be able to
prove, confidently, that the 6,000year span from Creation week
extends to—but let’s hold that conclusion for a bit. I’ll give you the
information on which you can base
your own conclusion.
To begin, you should become
acquainted with the word chiliastic
or chiliasm (even my WordPerfect
spell check doesn’t know this last
word, so don’t feel that you missed a
widely known definition). Chiliastic—pronounced kil-e-as-tic—refers
to belief in the coming of the millennium or, as theologians would prefer
to define it, belief in Christ’s return
to reign on earth for a thousand
years.
I’d suggest you become familiar
not only with the term but also with

what follows; during 1999 you’re
likely going to need the information
to help fellow church members who
concentrate less on Who is coming
than on when. The mystique associated with the year 2000 has already
sparked a flurry of speculation regarding ominous events.
Marginal Problems
The significance of the 6,000year chronology comes from a chiliastic perspective that considers
Earth’s history to comprise seven
1,000-year units, much as the week
comprises seven days. A common
version places Christ’s second coming 6,000 years after Creation and at
the beginning of a 1,000-year millennial sabbath. The marginal references in most of the older English
versions of the Bible include dates
from Usher’s chronology. Carefully
examined, however, these should
hardly comfort the chiliast, because
a 6,000-year span from 4004 B.C.,
the date specified by Usher’s
chronology for Creation, extends to
A.D. 1997. It seems a safe assumption that Christ did not return in
that year— even if one believes in a
secret rapture! Whatever the date
given for history’s conclusion and
however often it proves to be misplaced, the 4004 assignment for
Creation is firmly im planted in
Western culture.
Anchor point for Usher’s chronology is the construction of
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Solomon s Temple in 970 B.C., with
an uncertainty of plus or minus 15
years.1 The scriptural record (1
Kings 6:1) places this event 480 years
after the Exodus. Usher allows only
215 years for residence of Jacobs
descendants in Egypt.2 Accept this
dating, and the 6,000 years end in
A.D. 1822. Or you can choose 2037,
based on adjustments for the
Hebrews’ time in Egypt!3
Usher’s data for chronology from
Creation week to Abraham are
found in the patriarchal name lists
of Genesis 12:4; 11; and 5. Four factors leave us with questions about a
chronological scale developed on
this basis:
1. Uncertainty regarding the
accuracy with which scribes copied
and translated the primary date over
the 2,500-year span between Moses
and the manuscripts on which m odern Bible translations are based.
2. The probability that patriarchal ages given in the original manuscript may have been rounded—
either purposely or from lack of precise information—to the nearest five
or 10 years.
3. The lists appear to be abbreviated, perhaps for mnemonic purposes (one name for each 10 human
fingers); however, such abbreviation
does not invalidate the significance
of the stated age of one patriarch at
the birth of the next-named descendant. Keep in mind that “father” and
“son” may designate any male ances-

tor and any male descendant respectively.
4.
Small errors may accumulate
in taking the sum of specified individual ages to represent an extended
span of time.
Confident Conclusions
Errors aside, early manuscripts
themselves add to the confusion.
Archbishop Usher’s data, as well as
that used in modern translations,
are obtained from the Masoretic
text (MT), prepared in the ninth
and 10th centuries of the Christian
era. The Bible of the Greek-speaking world of Jesus and the apostles
was the Septuagint (LXX), a translation from Hebrew into Greek
originally made at Alexandria,
Egypt, in the third century B.C. The
LXX supplies the quotations from
the Old Testament in the Gospel of
Luke and in Acts of the Apostles.
Genesis 5 and 11 in the oldest available copies (fourth century A.D.)
would have the 6,000 years of
Earth’s history end in A.D. 336
(A.D. 551 if the Hebrews were in
Egypt only 215 years).4
Data in the Samaritan Pentateuch
(SP), comprising manuscripts that
may have been available as early as
700 B.C., would extend the 6,000year period to A.D. 1581 (A.D. 1796
for 215-year residence in Egypt).5
From the above sources we may
confidently conclude that a 6,000year span from Creation week
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Though evidence indicates the Second Advent is near,
we must not forget that God planned that human probation
should end when it was not expected (Matt. 24:44; Luke
12:40). Our challenge is to live expectantly without prom oting centuries-old discredited theories.

extends to sometime between the
middle of the fourth and the early
21st century A.D.! With equal confidence, we must conclude that the
earliest sources of Scripture lend no
credence to the Second Coming
within a few years of A.D. 2000.
Discredited Theories
Early in the Christian era, many
Jews were expecting the Messianic
kingdom to begin 6,000 years after
Creation. Christians expected Christ
to return around A.D. 500 to usher
in the millennium, which would
complete 7,000 years of a chiliastic
“week” since Creation.6 Under these
circumstances, Jewish leaders may
have modified the data in Genesis 5
and 11 to place the 6,000-year termination date far in the future. If so, we
have an explanation for the difference between the MT and LXX texts
of Genesis 5 and 11. The modern
Jewish calendar, established in A.D.
358/359, restricts the time since Creation even more than does the MT.
On this calendar, A.D. 2000 will be
equivalent to 5760, and the 6,000

years since Creation will not end
until A.D. 2240.7
In late 15th century Europe, similar chiliastic thinking led to widespread expectation for the end of the
world 7,000 years after Creation.
Armageddon would begin, it was
thought, around A.D. 1650.8 It may
have been a chiliastic perspective
that led the King James Version
translators in A.D. 1611 to favor the
MT data in Genesis 5 and 11 rather
than the LXX. Whatever the century,
hopes of worlds end 6,000 years
after Creation week have survived
and, as the speaker affirmed, thrived.
Though evidence indicates the
Second Advent is near,9we must not
forget that God planned that human
probation should end when it was
not expected (Matt. 24:44; Luke
12:40). Our challenge is to live
expectantly without promoting centuries-old discredited theories.
□
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or they can search the Ellen G. White CDROM for words relating to time, tim e setter,
and tim e setting.

M O T I V E

shortness o f time is frequently urged as an incentive for seeking righteousness and
making Christ our friend. This should not be the great motive
with us; for it savors of selfishness. Is it necessary that the terrors of the day of God should be held before us, that we may
be compelled to right action through fear? It ought not to be
so. Jesus is attractive. He is full of love, mercy, and compassion” (E llen G. W h ite , Signs of the Times, M a rc h 17, 1887).
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